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ABSTRACT
Home: the Syrian-West Virginian Story
A Multimedia Project
Colleen Sobolov Good
This professional project is a multimedia project focusing on three Syrian West Virginians living
in three different Syrian communities in West Virginia. The project will be disseminated using a
project website. It will include content curated by the project author (photo, audio and written
stories, data visualizations, maps) and information selected by the participants themselves
(photos/objects selected by the subjects as representations of home, timelines of important events
outlined by the subjects). The content will add to the information available on different cultural
communities in West Virginia in general, and on the Syrian West Virginian community in
particular. It is hoped the project, through its portrayals of home life and the mundane, will help
to dispel some of the fear and discrimination that Middle Eastern communities have increasingly
been forced to confront in their daily lives. With this goal in mind, this project attempts to follow
the model of civic or community journalism.
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Introduction
What makes someone a West Virginian? Stereotypes of the region and its inhabitants
abound, played out in both national and local media. But the question of who calls West Virginia
home may be more complex than its popular imaginings suggest. Contrary to popular
representations, Appalachia is not a homogenous region. Diversity exists here—whether
socioeconomic, religious, cultural, racial, or in national heritage.
This project seeks to bring more nuance to the question of who is a West Virginian by
looking at a small, but established community found within the state‟s borders: Syrian-Lebanese
families. The community first established itself in the 1880s, a time when many other immigrants
came to the state, and the community has continued to change, growing and waning through
time, some families leaving for new opportunities, some families coming as recently as last year
(Sadd, 2010).
This project will examine what living in West Virginia means to the diverse SyrianLebanese families who have moved there, focusing on investigating ideas of home, identity and
place. The project will explore what home means to the subjects, and how these ideas of home(s)
impact their identity as West Virginians (or not). By representing how a minority population
within West Virginia views itself, this project hopes to add to the diversity of representations of
West Virginians that are available.
This will be done by creating a project website to host a multimedia mix of written work,
photography, audio stories, data visualizations, timelines, maps and also photos chosen by the
participants themselves.
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West Virginians in the Media
Historic Representations: Poverty and Politics
West Virginia has a history of being portrayed by outsiders in specific, often politicized
ways. When President John F. Kennedy campaigned in West Virginia in 1960, the poverty he
found in McDowell County, W.Va. inspired him to create expansive anti-poverty programs
(West Virginia Division of Culture and History, 2015). Appalachia was also front and center
when President Lyndon Johnson declared his “war on poverty”—a war that brought with it many
images of poor rural Appalachia (Thomas, 2010). John Dominis‟s famous photo essay “The
Valley of Poverty” published Jan. 13, 1964 in LIFE magazine, through its gripping photography
in Kentucky, gave many Americans outside the region a lasting image of what Appalachia was
like (Cosgrove, 2014).
Well-intentioned though these photo projects may have been, they have resulted in a
persisting stereotype, a poverty aesthetic that seems to permeate work done to represent the
region. This stereotyping has led to a distrust of outside photographers in the region, and distrust
in the national media. This can be seen in recent projects and confrontations, some discussed
below.
Work in the Region: Appalachian Work by Appalachians
Several projects working to create more opportunities for self-representation within
Appalachian communities have been started in recent years, some by area media professionals
documenting others in the region, others by and of the individuals themselves.
One example is Hollow, an interactive documentary project by West Virginia native
Elaine McMillion, on McDowell County, W.Va. The community-driven project gave local
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residents agency to develop the storyline and portrayals of the people there, through usergenerated content, participatory mapping, and other methods (McMillion, 2015).
Roger May, who was raised in West Virginia and still lives in the region, started the
participatory project “Looking at Appalachia” in 2014. The project aims to “explore the diversity
of Appalachia and establish a visual counter point” to the poverty-stricken imagery and
stereotypes about the region by using regional photographers to create a diverse database of
photos, and now writing and other media as well (May, Overview, 2016). The project requires all
submitted work be made in the current calendar year, as the project aims to build on
representations of the present. The photos are “not limited by style or subject matter (portraits,
landscapes, etc.),” but must be made within the counties of the Appalachian region as defined by
the Appalachian Regional Commission. No other criteria or editorial objectives are given.
Accepted submissions are grouped by state, and released at the beginning of the following year.
Confrontations with Outside Media
On March 23, 2015, Marisha Camp, a photographer, was passing through McDowell
County, W.Va. with her brother, Jesse. Marisha had been taking some photographs. Local
residents became angry when it appeared to them Camp may have been taking photos of their
children without permission (a charge she denied) (May, 2015). The confrontation started a local
and national debate about who has a right to make pictures in Appalachia, and ideas of cultural
insensitivity and privilege (Finn, 2015).
In another case, a July 8, 2015 photo essay “Two Days in Appalachia by photographer
Bruce Gilden brought his distinctive “in-your-face” style to a two-day, parachute piece shot in
eastern Kentucky. The street photography essay, published in Vice: The Photo Issue 2015,
featured close-up shots of distorted faces, arguably creating images reminiscent of fun house
3

mirrors, or side shows at an old time fair. May, himself an Appalachian photographer, argued
that Gilden‟s style and “one-size-fits-all approach doesn‟t fit in Appalachia,” where people have
“very different relationships to the camera” (May, Taking Liberties, Taking Shortcuts, and
Taking Advantage of People, 2015). West Virginia Public Broadcasting discussed the issue
further with May on The Front Porch, a podcast focusing on current issues in West Virginia,
asking “Did Vice send photographer Bruce Gilden to Appalachia to make us look like freaks?
And how does this feed into existing stereotypes of people here?” (Finn, Two Days in
Appalachia: Photography or Poverty Porn? , 2015).

Background
Who is West Virginian? A Look at West Virginia’s Immigrant Past
While today West Virginia is portrayed as homogenously white, poor, working-class, and
Christian, West Virginia‟s history gives a more heterogeneous picture. At the turn of the
twentieth century, West Virginia was experiencing an economic boom. Industries based on coal,
oil, natural gas, and timber flourished. Many miles of railroad tracks were built to accommodate
this industry growth (Rice, 2014).
However, what West Virginia had in energy and natural resources it lacked in manpower.
Rather than try to recruit workers primarily from long-standing American communities in
neighboring states, in the late 1800s company agents targeted Italians, Poles, Hungarians,
Austrians, and other nationalities from the “New Immigration” wave, and offered them jobs
(Rice, 2014). According to the 1920 US Census, only 84.5 percent of West Virginians were
white native born. The remaining 15.5 percent were not (4.2 percent foreign born, 3.8 percent
parents foreign born, 1.7 percent parents mixed, 5.8 percent African American). These
immigrants had a big impact on West Virginian culture and food, with a variety of heritage
4

festivals still celebrated throughout the state today. The Syrian-Lebanese immigrant population,
while smaller, had its own impact.
The Syrian-Lebanese Community in West Virginia: History
The Syrian-Lebanese community was established in West Virginia in the 1880s, arriving
in large numbers through the 1920s. These immigrants were primarily refugees fleeing Ottoman
rule, which had become hostile to Arab Christians. Most settled in larger population centers,
such as Charleston, Wheeling, Huntington and Parkersburg.
While most immigrants who moved to West Virginia worked in the state‟s farms, mines
and factories, Lebanese and Syrians worked primarily as merchants. Due to the economic makeup of the state, many of these merchants served coal and industrial communities. Some large
stores founded by members of this community include Gabriel Brothers, Ammar Brothers,
Heck‟s and Aide‟s (Sadd, 2010) (Gannon, 2005).
Religiously, the Syrian-Lebanese community includes Orthodox Christian communities
in Charleston, Beckley and Huntington. In Charleston, St. George Orthodox Church was founded
by Syrian and Lebanese immigrants in the area. Maronites and Syrian Melkites, both Eastern
Rite Catholic traditions, could be found in Wheeling and Parkersburg, respectively. Since World
War II, most Lebanese and Syrians coming to the state have been Muslim, helping found the
Islamic Center of West Virginia (Sadd, 2010).
Today, many Lebanese-Syrians are doctors and other working professionals, with a
strong Syrian American Medical Society presence in the state. While the community has not
grown with the intensity of the first wave of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
newcomers continue to join the community in the state. First-generation immigrants coming in
the 1970s also primarily came to flee conflict, during a time of instability and violence. The
5

Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, has seen additional Syrians moving to West Virginia,
though perhaps due to a politically tense atmosphere surrounding Syrians fleeing the Civil War,
and the “ties only” system of allowing those coming under refugee status into the state, their
numbers have not been large. The Syrian-Lebanese community is still the largest Middle Eastern
community in the state today (Triplett, 2008).
This history of the Syrian-Lebanese community in West Virginia provides an incomplete
picture, but little currently exists in official historical records. This project will attempt, in its
own small way, to add to this record.
West Virginia’s Population Today
West Virginia today is primarily made up of those born in the state. Between July 2014
and July 2015, West Virginia was one of only seven continental states in America to lose
population, losing at a rate of -2.5 per 1,000 people. The U.S. Census Bureau released a report in
December 2015 that stated that trend was expected to continue, with West Virginia expected to
lose population faster than any other state in the continental United States (Plummer, 2015).
According to U.S. Census population estimates in 2014, West Virginia‟s population was
around 1.85 million. Of those, 93.7 percent were white, and 3.6 percent were Black or African
American. 0.2 percent were American Indian or Alaska Native, 0.8 percent were Asian, and 1.6
percent were two or more races. Only 1.5 percent of the state‟s population was foreign born (US
Census Bureau, 2016).
West Virginia is often portrayed as poor, and the Census shows that there is a higher
level of poverty found in West Virginia than the average nationwide. 18.3 percent of West
Virginians are in poverty, versus 14.8 percent nationally.
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Literature Review
Portrayals of Appalachia
As briefly touched on previously, Appalachia has a complex relationship with the media.
From television shows like The Beverly Hillbillies (1962-1971) and Buckwild (2013) to political
campaigns like the War on Poverty and discussions surrounding a “War on Coal,” Appalachia
isn‟t absent from the popular imagination in America. But what does this conception of
Appalachia look like?
Appalachia from the Outside Looking In: Outsider Portrayals
Some in media commentary and research trace the stereotypical portrayals of Appalachia
as a place both poverty-stricken and culturally deficient to the Kennedy campaign and the War
on Poverty launched in the 1960s (see (Speer, 1993), (Cooke-Jackson, July 1, 2008) and
(Amerikaner, 2016), among others).
However, examples of stereotyping Appalachia can also be found far earlier. One
example can be found in Stewart Plein‟s study of illustrative publisher bindings from 1850-1915
(Plein, 2009). As Plein explains, the illustrations were printed onto book bindings to complement
the titles, drive sales and give buyers an idea of the “local color” that could be found within the
book‟s pages (Plein, 2009, p. 99).
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Publisher bindings from Plein, 2009, pp. 111and 110, respectively
Literature on Appalachia was very popular at the time, and the writing and cover
illustrations had a big impact. “The images portrayed on book covers, together with the local
color literature they contained, effectively forged stereotypes and misconceptions of
Appalachians and the Appalachian region that remain today” (Plein, 2009, pp. 99-100). Local
color writing was intended as entertainment. The writing and binding illustrations solidified
ideas and stereotypes of Appalachia as a lawless land, stuck in time, the American frontier, a
land filled with violent moonshiners, mountaineers and backwoodsmen—backward people
(Plein, 2009, pp. 99-115).
Not all stereotypes of Appalachia are negative. In Anthony Harkins‟s 2004 book
Hillbilly: a cultural history of an American icon, the author explores the cultural history of the
term “hillbilly,” from its negative uses to its reclamation by country musicians and others from
the region. Harkins dually evokes visions of the hillbilly as a romanticized, nostalgic
8

embodiment of individualism, family, home, and hard physical labor, and as demonized “white
trash,” a lazy, backward, violent threat to modern, mainstream America.
As Harkins states in his book, “The key to the „hillbilly‟‟s surprising ubiquity and
endurance from 1900 to the dawn of the third millennium has been the fundamental ambiguity of
the meaning of this term and its image…[it] has been used in national media representations and
by thousands of Americans within and outside the southern mountains to both uphold and
challenge [emphasis added] the dominant trends of twentieth-century American life,” namely the
inherent value (or lack thereof) of “modernity” and “progress” (Harkins, 2004, p. 4).
Reclaiming the Narrative
As Harkins noted, Appalachians have attempted to take back the narrative on hillbillies
and Appalachian identity, with mixed success. In the Journal of Appalachian Studies, Speer
(1993) outlines “an agenda for chang[ing]” media portrayals of Appalachia, an action Speer sees
as overdue. “For too long, we have treated media stereotypes like the weather—everybody talks
about them, but we have done little to change them” (Speer, 1993, p. 12).
Speer also notes that negative portrayals aren‟t the only problem Appalachia faces.
“Sometimes the problem is not the treatment of Appalachia in the media, but the region‟s
exclusion from media consideration” (Speer, 1993, p. 14). With major media located in larger,
coastal metro areas, such as Washington D.C. and New York City, Appalachia and other areas of
rural America are easily overlooked. The region‟s absence from general national consciousness
poses its own problems.
Speer‟s suggestions include proactive advocacy work:
We need to do more than simply react to negative portrayals about Appalachia
in the media. We need to take a positive and active position in highly visible
media, such as the Washington Post, New York Times, national magazines, and
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television. Then we need to funnel these same concerns and positions to local
media in our own areas throughout the region… (Speer, 1993, p. 17)

Regional and collaborative projects have made attempts to reframe this narrative. The
Appalachian media non-profit Appalshop, founded in Whitesburg, Kentucky in 1969, came out
of the War on Poverty as a partnership between the federal Office of Economic Opportunity and
the American Film Institute (Charbonneau, 2009). Appalshop works to aid in the production of
place-based media stories that “challenge stereotypes” through video, radio, new media, music,
theater, and “community exchanges,” celebrating the cultural diversity found in the region. The
non-profit spearheads a variety of programs and projects, including the Appalshop Community
Media Initiative (digital storytelling done in collaboration with grassroots groups and public
interest advocates, focusing on community issues), the Appalachian Media Institute (a media
training program for Appalachian youth) and the Mines to Minds program (a technology training
program in collaboration with Southeast Kentucky Community & Technical College that helps
train workers for in-demand technology-related jobs) (Appalshop, 2016).
One example of a collaborative group is The Ohio Valley ReSource, which describes
itself as a “regional journalism collaborative reporting on economic and social change in
Kentucky, Ohio, and West Virginia” (The Ohio Valley ReSource, 2016). The partnership
includes seven public media outlets from the three states, and enjoys support from the American
non-profit Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB). The ReSource team creates stories using
radio, data and video with the goal of telling the personal, “human” stories behind the issues. The
team‟s connections to public media allow its influence to spread beyond local stations, creating
the potential for these varied, nuanced stories to reach national audiences.
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Theories of Representation
In Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, Stuart Hall, one of
the founding thinkers behind the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies, defines representation
as “the production of meaning through language” (Hall, 1997, p. 16). “Language,” in this case, is
defined as anything from the traditional language of words and sounds, to paintings and
photographs, or even symbols. Hall describes representation as “the link between concepts and
language which enables us to refer to either the „real‟ world of objects, people or events, or
indeed to imaginary worlds of fictional objects, people and events” (Hall, 1997, p. 17).
Representations allow us to imagine we know places and people, and sights and sounds
that we have never personally experienced, such as with Plein‟s book bindings and local color
writing. Representations of things you have not personally experienced have the potential to give
you the impression you know them, without the experience and reference points necessary to
critique the representation you‟ve been given.
And while it may seem as if our chosen representations are logical and correct, Hall
argues that they are in fact constructed. “The meaning is not in the object or person or thing, nor
is it in the word. It is we who fix the meaning so firmly that, after a while, it comes to seem
natural and inevitable. The meaning is constructed by the system of representation [emphasis
original]” (Hall, 1997, p. 21). This meaning is not static. From Hall: “There is no absolute or
final fixing of meaning. Social and linguistic conventions do change over time” (Hall, 1997, p.
24).
Barthes (1972) breaks down the idea of signs further through his famous study of
semiotics. According to Barthes, when analyzing an image, practice, etc. (or a “sign”), first you
must understand what it is on the face of it, or what it denotes. However, it can also be analyzed
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in another, more expansive way, through connotation, to larger cultural themes and concepts.
Barthes discusses “myth” as “constructed from a semiological chain which existed before it”
(Barthes, 1972, p. 114).
In Hall (1997), the author examines Barthes‟s 1977 exploration of captions and their
relationship to images and photos, echoing Barthes‟s contention that captions form an important
part of the interpretive process, presenting one of numerous potential meanings of the image, and
fixing it to it. However, there can be additional meanings beyond the caption, or the preferred
meaning.
Hall (1997) also discusses representation of the “other”—both the conventions, and the
problems. He argues that the “other” is often discussed in (and reduced to) binary terms. “People
who are in any way significantly different from the majority—“them” rather than “us”—are
frequently exposed to this binary form of representation. They seem to be represented through
sharply opposed, polarized, binary extremes—good/bad, civilized/primitive, ugly/excessively
attractive, repelling-because-different/compelling-because-strange-and-exotic. And they are
often required to be both things at the same time!” (Hall, 1997, p. 229). Some examples of these
binary formations related to Appalachia can also be seen in Harkins‟s Hillbilly.
Meaning, particularly visual and symbolic meaning, builds over time, through cultural
memory. From Hall (1997):
…images do not carry meaning or „signify‟ on their own. They accumulate
meanings, or play off their meanings against one another, across a variety of
texts and media. Each image carries its own specific meaning. But at the broader
level of how „difference‟ and „otherness‟ is being represented in a particular
culture at any one moment, we can see similar representational practices and
figures being repeated, with variations, from one text or site of representation to
another. (p. 232)

Hall defines this “accumulation of meanings across different texts” as “inter-textuality”
(Hall, 1997, p. 232). By creating new work and adding to the diversity among body of texts on a
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topic, we can perhaps hope to shift this accumulation of meanings to ones that are less binary,
more complete and more nuanced.
A theory that speaks to the idea of inter-textuality in another way is Critical Race
Theory. As discussed in Beeson (2012), this theory was developed in the legal scholarship of the
1980s, though it has since been applied to many other disciplines (including documentary work).
The theory posits that dominant narratives perpetuate the status quo (racism and prejudice). This
can be found in legal structures, research studies, or even media narratives. To help combat this,
counter narratives can be sought out, especially by using and looking to non-traditional sources
of data, such as more personal resources like oral histories, scrapbooks and memoirs. Listening
to the stories of those outside the dominant group can help scholars (and journalists) revisit tired
topics in new ways, giving them a new perspective on what was perhaps previously taken for
granted.
Another theory Beeson (2012) argues can be applied to documentary work is Feminist
Standpoint Theory (FST). FST examines the role of perspective (or your “standpoint”) in even
seemingly objective situations. While objective reality does exist, each person brings their own
perspective to the observation and assessment of that reality. Knowledge can be created through
intersectionality, through the interaction between differently situated standpoints. This
perspective can help inform work that speaks to experiences that are not a part of the dominant
narratives already in existence.
Civic Journalism
Conventional wisdom, and often even journalistic training through professional
organizations and university programs, state that journalism should aim to be impartial, balanced
and objective. By contrast, civic journalism gives journalists a more active, intentional role.
13

Walter Lippmann and John Dewey famously differed on this, each with their own view of the
place of journalism in a democratic society. Lippmann believed the press should work to spell
out the facts simply so that the public could understand them. Dewey believed journalism should
go further than regurgitating facts, and should also engage with the community, trying to have an
impact on local audiences (Hermida, 2011). By covering neglected but important topics, the
media can help to inform the public more broadly, Dewey argued.
This project uses the community or civic journalism model, adding to the discourse on
Appalachia and West Virginia, and discussions of those who call the region home. The project
will also be participatory in nature, through the solicitation of objects and images that represent
home for the subjects, and through more detailed information on the subjects through family
timelines. This project will still follow basic journalism ethics, but will report in a different way
on a less-covered subject.
Geography: Ideas of Home and Place
What is “home”? Is it a place, a feeling, an idea? For this project, understanding the
theory behind ideas of “home” was essential. In Home, a book in the Key Ideas in Geography
series, authors Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling explore home in geography research, discussing
“the complex nature of home as a place and as a special imaginary: home can evoke a sense of
belonging as well as alienation…the spaces and imaginaries of home are central to the
construction of people‟s identities” (Blunt, 2006).
I focused primarily on the ideas found in the chapter “Transnational Homes” to try and
better understand the concept of home in the immigrant context. Transnational mobility can have
a significant impact on a person‟s sense of home, “on feeling at home or not at home, at home in
more than one place or homeless” (Blunt, 2006, p. 196).
14

With this project, I will examine how this transnational experience impacted Syrian West
Virginians. Because of this focus, I selected subjects who had been in the United States and West
Virginia for generations, second generation West Virginians, and new arrivals. West Virginia is a
place with a strong sense of itself, so I wanted to explore how this feeling impacted this
particular community. As the subjects may have close family in West Virginia, in other places in
America, and outside the United States, their experiences of home may be very different than
those of individuals from other West Virginian communities.
The authors of Home argue that “transnational homes are shaped by the interplay of both
mobile and located homes and identities and by the processes and practices of home-making both
within particular places and across transnational space” (Blunt, 2006, p. 196). People can be
connected to multiple “homes” in a variety of ways: through letters, calls, messaging apps, social
media, physical objects and photos from that place, or even visits back and forth. The authors see
home not as a simple, one-dimensional concept, but rather as a mutli-scalar idea worth exploring
both narrowly and broadly.
In part using questions from geography research, I developed key questions to ask each
participant in order to tease out the differences and similarities in their viewpoints on where and
what home was to them. The questions I formed based on these ideas can be found in Appendix
I.
The questions in Home included seemingly basic questions, such as “Where is home?”
(from 1996 Brah 192) and “When does a place of residence become „home‟? (from Brah, 1996,
p. 1), “When does a location become home?” (from Brah, 1996, p. 193).
For some of my subjects, the experience of leaving one home for another is more recent.
According to Blunt (2006), Ahmed (2002) asks “How does it affect home and being-at-home
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when one leaves home?” (p. 77). Blunt and Dowling (2006) also discuss how hybridity in
homemaking can be found by looking across generations within transnational communities:
“Rather than view home and identity as static, fixed and singular, these articulations reveal their
dynamic multiplicity in relation to different places” (p. 217-218).
Considering the connections some of my subjects may have with their families or
ancestors‟ homes, Al-Ali and Koser (2002) had questions that seemed particularly relevant,
including “Does the existence of [transnational communities] necessitate a reconceptualization of
the notion of „home‟? To what extent is „home‟ for transnational migrants no longer tied to a
specific geographical place? To what extent do transnational migrants conceive of more than one
“home”, with competing allegiances changing through time?” (p. 8). This concept is taken on by
John Western (1992, p. 256), who argues that home is multi-scalar, and can even exist in more
than one place simultaneously for subjects. In a study, he tried to get at this concept by asking
participants: “When you use the word „home,‟ what are you thinking about?” (Western, 1992, p.
256).
Home can also be found in objects, or “site[s] of memory” (Blunt, 2006, p. 212).
Geography research on home has included studies of material cultures, family photographs, the
social and cultural practices of cooking and eating, as well as research on personal and collective
memories of home. Rituals and physical reminders of a home left can be powerful in
transnational communities. For some, home may always be the home left or lost, particularly in
the case of refugees.
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The Project
Project Description
This project was carried out in the Syrian communities in Charleston, Parkersburg and
Morgantown, W.Va., with subjects living in each of those communities. Through my project, I
worked to provide a window into the lives of three West Virginian Syrian subjects. The subjects
are not only diverse in state geography, but also in their immigration history, with: 1) a subject
whose family came to West Virginia during the big wave in the 1880s-1910s, 2) a secondgeneration subject, 3) a first generation subject. This will allow diversity of experience to come
through in the subject‟s experiences of Syria and West Virginia, and potentially in the subjects‟
feelings of home and place.
The stories about the subjects will focus on home and the everyday. This will contribute
to diversifying portrayals of Appalachia in the media. In addition, by framing these stories as
ordinary ones, it will avoid adding to otherising discourse on immigrants of Middle Eastern
descent. After the Paris and San Bernardino attacks, the United States saw increases in racism
and xenophobia (Stack, 2016). Stories that show Syrians in this mundane way may help chip
away at this sentiment.
The project will combine elements of visual, written, and audio work. Interviews with
subjects were audio recorded. Subjects were asked ten core questions based on ideas of identity,
place and home, as well as personal additional follow-up questions based on their particular
circumstances. Photography was used to document the subject‟s everyday lives. Subjects were
then asked to provide photos and/or objects that, to them, represent or evoke home. Finally,
subjects were asked to provide information for timelines and maps related to them and their
families.
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Final Project Format
In its final form, this project will be housed on a password protected website. Because
various aspects of this project will be pitched in different ways to outside media outlets, the work
will not be loaded to the web for the purpose of the project defense. Pieces of the project are
instead in unpublished form, organized in my defense presentation as they might have been if the
story were already published online (to act as a preview of what the final work may look like,
upon approval). In addition, sample pitches are included in the presentation.
The landing page includes an introduction and world map with West Virginia and Syria
highlighted. Statistics on West Virginia and immigration are converted into visually compelling
data visualizations. There is information and visualizations depicting the Syrian/Lebanese
immigrant community‟s journeys to West Virginia, and the various reasons for these larger
movements. There is also a map showing where the larger communities of Syrian/Lebanese
decedents have taken root in West Virginia.
A second section tells the individual stories of the three profiled participants. Each
participant has two sections within their page. The first section includes a portrait of the
participant, a map of West Virginia and Syria showing when travel between the two locations
took place over time, and a personal timeline of the individual and their family‟s immigration
story. The second section houses their audio story, photo story, and written story (or a
multimedia mix of those). Included in this multimedia mix are the photos or objects they have
selected that most remind them of home.
Professional and Educational Qualifications
Throughout my studies, I have focused on ideas of identity and place. This project will
allow me to connect those ideas with my practical training as a journalist.
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While I was an undergraduate student at Macalester College, I completed coursework in
the philosophy of personal identity and the politics of humanitarianism. I continued working on
some of these topics at West Virginia University in my research course, focusing on how social
media use impacts international students‟ close and distant social networks and ties.
My journalism trajectory has been less well-defined. However, beginning with my work
as a writer and editor at Macalester College‟s weekly student newspaper The Mac Weekly, I have
always enjoyed in-depth profile work best. I brought this experience to my work at the local
daily paper The Times West Virginian in Fairmont, W.Va. when I worked there from 2012-2013.
At WVU, I expanded my ability to share the stories of others by learning basic documentary
photography and photojournalism skills. Through my citizen science journalism independent
study spring 2016, I developed audio and multimedia story techniques.
This project will enable me to bring all of these experiences together, adding to them a
study of creating short audio personal profile pieces. A multimedia project will be useful to me
professionally, but will also be the best medium to share these stories.
Skill Development
Through this project, I have expanded my skill-set, learning more about audio story
creation, website development, data visualization and map-making tools.
I used Lynda.com and Transom.org to learn new skills in creating audio stories, a skill I
have great interest in, but had yet to develop. I developed a proficiency in creating audio stories,
from conception to script writing and audio editing. I also used Lynda.com and other resources
to further develop my skills in photo editing and creative website building.
Lynda.com provides a large library of training videos with instruction on a wide range of
topics, from the introductory level to the advanced level. Transom.org is an organization that
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“channels new work, voices, and ideas into public media through the Internet and workshops”
(Transom, 2016). The website provides many resources and how-to‟s on producing audio
content, including resources for creating strong content with a limited budget, time and
resources. This perspective has been particularly useful in developing content for my
professional project‟s audio stories.
Another important element of my final project presentation is found in timelines. The
project site includes timelines for each interview participant, sharing their own personal histories,
and those of their families. I used a timeline building tool to add to the data visualizations in each
story. The site includes timelines to help contextualize immigration movements in West Virginia,
basic Syrian/Lebanese modern history, and the history of the Syrian/Lebanese community in
West Virginia. This information was gathered from interviews with the interview participants,
history resources such as encyclopedias and archives, and population data through surveys and
the U.S. Census.
Another skill I cultivated while working on project is data visualization and mapping—
important tools for today‟s newsrooms. I gathered basic data on immigration and West Virginia
from the U.S. Census datasets. These dynamic data visualization and mapping tools help to
create visually appealing and easily understood graphics to complement my stories,
contextualizing the stories for my audience.
Research Statement
West Virginia has traditionally been portrayed as poor, rural and white. This project adds
to the diversity of media representations of West Virginia, profiling three subjects of Syrian
decent who have made West Virginia their home. Home and family are important to both West
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Virginians and Syrians, and this project explores what home looks like at the intersection of
those communities and identities.
This multimedia project on three Syrian West Virginians in three different communities
in West Virginia is being pitched in various ways to media outlets. However the content is
eventually published, it will add to the information available on different historic cultural
communities in West Virginia in general, and on the Syrian West Virginian community in
particular. It is hoped the project, through its portrayals of home life and the mundane, will help
to dispel some of the fear and xenophobia that Middle Eastern communities have increasingly
been forced to confront in their daily lives. The project includes content curated by the project
author (photo, audio and written stories, maps) and information selected by the participants
themselves (photos/objects selected by the subjects as representations of home, timelines of
important events outlined by the subjects).
Intended Audience
The project‟s intended audience is a broad one, including the Syrian West Virginian
community, the communities of Parkersburg, Morgantown and Charleston, West Virginians in
general, Appalachians, and people interested in inclusivity and belonging. In addition, non-profit
and advocacy groups such as the Syrian American Medical Society and historic societies and
archives, such as the West Virginia Regional & Regional History Center, may be interested in
the stories for their historic and documentary significance.
Project Methodology
During the exploration phase of researching this project, I was interested in learning more
from Syrians and Syrian Americans about the impact of the Syrian Civil War on their lives, and
those of their families. However, after completing some research to find Syrians to interview, I
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discovered the Syrian West Virginian community was much larger and older than I had
originally realized, with a substantial presence in West Virginia for over a century.
I was already interested and attuned to the question of Appalachian identity, particularly
in view of the growing public discussion over misrepresentations and oversimplification of the
Appalachian experience by outside media. The intersection of these two ideas intrigued me: how
does Appalachian identity look for different cultural groups, groups that have been in West
Virginia for some time, but which, to outsiders, do not seem to fit their idea of Appalachian?
But to do this project well, I would need to check my own assumptions. While the
community seemed strong and well-rooted, did they feel more West Virginian or Syrian? Did
they want to be in America in general, or did they have strong feelings about living in West
Virginia in particular? What reasons did they have for these feelings?
With these questions in mind, I began to explore different theories, deciding the
intersection of geography and identity would be best for teasing out the ideas I was interested in.
For the project, I researched questions that centered on home as an idea, and on home as place,
using these to form the questions I would ask each of my subjects.
This project uses multimedia storytelling, with a combination of audio profile pieces on
each subject, photo stories, timelines, maps and written stories. The written pieces follow APstyle. The external website will be constructed using a content management system. The final
project elements will be available at various media outlets if accepted for publication, or on a
personal project page if attempts are unsuccessful, and will be available online for anyone
interested in learning more about ideas on West Virginia, culture, immigration, identity and
home.

22

Project Limitations
This project had several limitations. By its very nature, the professional project is not
intended to be long-term. The project was started in spring semester 2016. During that semester,
I had a variety of other responsibilities. While working on the project, I also held a part-time
graduate assistantship. I also took an independent study on sensor journalism that ended up
being much larger in scope and time commitment than originally planned for. I also worked
additional contract and telecommuting jobs, frequently working 40 or more hours total in a week,
from spring semester into the present.
In addition, the subject matter itself created its own limitations. Because the Syrian
community in West Virginia is spread out throughout the state, covering the community in its
diversity necessitated a lot of travel time. Subjects were located in Morgantown (where I live), in
Charleston (5 hours away round trip) and Parkersburg (4 hours away round trip).
The distance added some additional difficulties for communication with participants, as
all planning communication had to be done remotely via email, text and social media, and trips
had to be planned with enough notice to account for travel time. This also limited the potential
for spontaneity, and necessitated some additional planning.
Because of the scope of the project, not all subjects who originally agreed to the project
were able to participate to its completion. This resulted in several searches for appropriate
subjects throughout the project period.
Timeline
Explanation
An important element of this project has been becoming familiar with the West Virginian
Syrian community. The process of reaching out to community gatekeepers has helped determine
23

the timeline for the project. The difficulty in arranging travel to locations across the state has also
impacted the timeline.
In order to do the project well, I also needed to focus on developing new skills in
mediums that are useful for telling stories whose timelines range from the distant past, over 100
years ago, to the present. Because of this, a multimedia approach was most prudent. However,
my experience thus far has primarily been in still photography and writing. For this project, I will
learn how to bring these elements together, also picking up how to record and edit short
documentary audio stories, as well as data visualization techniques and website building.
Timeline: Full Work Schedule
2016 January through April: Worked with West Virginian Friends of Syrian Refugees and Syrian
community members to learn more about the West Virginian Syrian community, and to identify
potential documentary subjects.
2016 March 15: Developed “Core Questions” and completed other interview preparation work
2016 March 31: Collected basic background information on history of Syrians in Appalachia,
home and identity research, and background research on Syrian history, geography, and culture
2016 March 31: Began reaching out to interview participants, and started developing working
relationship with participants
2016 April: Began to collect content from participants
2016 December: Finished project proposal. Sent to Committee Chair.
2017 January/February: Met with Committee Members for project proposal advice/ feedback
(including virtually). Received feedback on proposal from Committee Chair and other
Committee Members. Prepared for Project Proposal Defense.
2017 February 24: Defended proposal
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2017 April: Completed all content collection.
2017 January to April: Went through content, working on creating a multimedia product and
pitches
2017 April 19: Defend project.
Equipment Used
Photography was captured using a Canon Mark III camera, 50mm lens and 24-70mm
lens. Audio was recorded using a RODE NTG-2 shotgun microphone and a Tascam DR-40
audio recorder. Photographs were sorted using Camera Bits Photo Mechanic, and edited using
Adobe Suite Lightroom or Photoshop. Audio was edited using Adobe Audition.
The project as a whole will be housed on my computer and external hard drives while the
project is being pitched to outlets.
Project Delivery
This project is being pitched to various outlets for online publication. Once shared, it will
help spread awareness of the diversity and history to be found in West Virginia‟s communities.
Outlets and publications that will be pitched this story idea include: 100 Days in
Appalachia, Al Jazeera, Public Broadcasting, the Guardian, and others. Syrian/Lebanese and
Arab heritage organizations may also be interested in having access to these stories, and
distributing them to others. This project (once published) will also be shared with the participants
and their families.
If possible, this project will be an ongoing, long-term project, past the date of project
defense. Continuing to tell the complex stories of West Virginians, both recent transplants and
those who have been living in the state for generations, is important if state residents are to be
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defined in more multifaceted, nuanced ways than has traditionally been done in both local and
national media.
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Appendix I: Ten Core Questions
1. Where is home for you? What about this place makes it home?
2. Do you feel/identify as more West Virginian, Syrian, or both? Why? (explain yourself
first) Where do you feel like you fit in the most? Or do you?
3. Would you ever return to Syria? Why or why not?
4. How do your memories of Syria, or stories about Syria from your parents, are
relevant/impact you today?
5. What objects/ photos remind you of home, make you feel at home? Tell me more.
6. What are your most cherished/ favorite stories of home/ childhood?
7. What is a tradition that your family has that makes you think of home?
8. IF FROM SYRIA, what traditions do you plan to pass on to your children, and why?

IF BORN AND RAISED HERE, what are some of the traditions that you practice today,
or that you wish you did?

9. If you could describe your feelings toward Syria in one word, what would that be? Why?

If you could describe your feelings toward West Virginia in one word, what would that
be? Why?

10. What is the one thing from life in West Virginia that you would like to share with people
back in Syria?
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Appendix II: Consent Form

Media Consent Form
Without expectation of compensation or other remuneration, now or in the future,
I hereby give my consent to Colleen S. Good to use my image and likeness and/or any
interview statements from me in its publications, advertising or other media activities
(including the Internet). This consent includes, but is not limited to:
(a) Permission to interview, film, photograph, tape, or otherwise make a video
reproduction of me and/or record my voice.
(b) Permission to use my name; and
(c) Permission to use quotes from the interview(s) (or excerpts of such quotes), the film,
photograph(s), tape(s) or reproduction(s) of me, and/or recording of my voice, in part or in
whole, in its publications, in newspapers, magazines and other print media, on television, radio
and electronic media (including the Internet), in theatrical media and/or in mailings for
educational and awareness.

This consent is given in perpetuity, and does not require prior approval by me.
Name:
Signature (guardian):
Address:

Phone:
Date:

The below signed parent or legal guardian of the above-named minor child hereby consents to
and gives permission to the above on behalf of such minor child.
Signature of Parent
or Legal Guardian:

Print Name:

____________________________________________________________________________
The following is required if the consent form has to be read to the parent/legal guardian:
I certify that I have read this consent form in full to the parent/legal guardian whose signature
appears above.
________________
Date

___________________________________________
Signature of Organizational Representative or Community Leader
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